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Lecture 3
Historical, Cultural, and Narrative Context of Heart of Darkness
1. Introduction to Joseph Conrad and the Novel
Heart of Darkness us a novella written by the Polish-British writer Joseph Conrad, about a voyage up the Congo river into the Congo Free State (now The Democratic Republic of the Congo), in the heart of Africa.
Joseph Conrad completed Heart of Darkness on 9 February 1899. The novella was first serialized in Blackwood’s Magazine, a leading Victorian journal, 
· Although its length (38000 words) places it between a short story and a novel, critics widely regard it as one of the most critically discussed works of modern prose. Its reputation stems from both its haunting subject matter and its stylistic brilliance.
· For instance, literary critic Harold Bloom, wrote that Heart of Darkness has been analysed more than any other work of literature that is studied in universities and colleges due to its ambiguity.
2. Joseph Conrad: Life and Career
· Early life: Born Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski in 1857 in Russian-controlled Poland. His father, a political activist, was imprisoned and exiled, and both parents died of tuberculosis before Conrad turned twelve. He was raised by relatives.
· Dream of the sea: Fascinated by maps, he left for Marseilles at 16 to join the French merchant marine, later moving to the British service. English was his third language after Polish and French.
· Career: Became a British citizen and a ship’s captain, experiences that deeply shaped his fiction. His voyage to the Congo in 1890—traumatic and disillusioning—provided the raw material for Heart of Darkness.
· In 1890, at the age of 32, Conrad was appointed by a Belgian trading company to serve on one of their steamers.
· While sailing up the Congo River from one station to another, the captain became ill and Conrad assumed command, guiding the ship to the trading company's innermost station. 
· He spent four months traveling up the Congo River. When Conrad began to write the novella eight years after returning from Africa, he drew inspiration from his travel journals. 
· Conrad is telling us through Marlow about his own visit to the Congo and his experiences of sailing to distant places. Hence, Marlow is used as a character in this novel.
· Writer: Published his first novel, Almayer’s Folly, in 1895. Heart of Darkness (1898–1899) confirmed his status as a major writer. Later works include Lord Jim (1900), The Secret Sharer (novella, 1910), and Nostromo (1904). He died in 1924 at the age of 66.
3. Colonial and Imperial Context
The novella is situated in the context of the Scramble for Africa (1880s–1914), when European powers partitioned the continent at the Berlin Conference (1884–85) without African input. 
By the end of the 1890s, most of the African countries had been placed at least nominally under European control.
· The Congo Free State was claimed by King Leopold II of Belgium, who disguised his colony as a humanitarian project (anti-slavery, civilizing people, etc.) while operating a system of forced labor, brutality, and economic exploitation. Millions of Congolese died as a result.
· Contextual Note
· When Heart of Darkness was written, ivory was much in demand. That demand continued well into the 20th century.
· Imperialism is a system of political and economic dominance for profit, unlike colonialism, which means the use of military forces. 
· There is hypocrisy in imperialism, civilizing people at the same time stripping their resources and causing death and disaster.
· Conrad’s narrative exposes the gap between imperial “civilizing” rhetoric and the violent extraction of natural resources.
4. Setting
	Setting
	Description
	Symbolic Meaning / Function

	The Thames River (England)
	The novella begins and ends on the Thames, aboard the Nellie, where Marlow recounts his story to fellow sailors.
	Represents the center of civilization — yet Conrad ironically presents it as once having been “one of the dark places of the earth.” The Thames mirrors the Congo, suggesting that darkness exists even at the heart of the so-called civilized world.

	The Congo River (Africa)
	The main setting of Marlow’s journey; he travels upriver into the interior to find Kurtz.
	Symbolizes both a literal and psychological journey into darkness. It stands for the mystery and moral corruption of imperialism, and for Marlow’s descent into the human soul’s shadow side.


	





Key Features of the Summary
· Part I → Marlow’s appointment, Brussels, Outer Station.
· Part II → Central Station, boat repair, upriver journey, death of helmsman.
· Part III → Meeting the Russian, Kurtz’s degeneration, “The horror! The horror!”, Marlow’s return to Europe.
· Ending → The Intended + frame narrative closes.
2. Conrad’s / Marlow’s view of Africans
This is one of the most debated issues in Heart of Darkness.
· Conrad’s portrayal: Africans are often depicted as a faceless, suffering mass — “black shapes,” “shadows,” “limbs.” They are rarely given individual names, voices, or perspectives.
· Marlow’s perception: At first, Marlow shares colonial attitudes, treating Africans as “other” or “primitive.” However, he is also deeply disturbed by their exploitation and comes to see their humanity more clearly than most Europeans.

8. Possible meanings of the title
 1. Heart of Darkness may suggest the evil associated with Africans, their customs and their rites 
2. A comprehension of evil in human nature. The author doesn't give the answer to the question of what the evil is and where its origins are 
3. Imperialism 
9. The meaning of the horror, the horror 
1. The horror Kurtz witnessed in Africa 
2. Exploitation of Africa or imperialism (Kurtz's situation shows what imperialism makes of the human being).
 3. The final judgment of Kurtz on his own life actions, absolute truth of his life.
10. Themes
· Colonialism and Imperialism
· Civilization vs. Savagery
· geographical darkness (Africa) and psychological darkness (the human soul).
· Truth and Lies
